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Abstract 
Eloquent Silence, either lacking or having form, has meaning and function and serves the communication. Its functions and 
meanings vary according to the culture, setting, topic and interlocutors in communication. The purpose of this study is to 
investigate the pragmatic dimension of silence in Persian. In so doing, silence cases were derived from Zoya Pirzad’s 
(contemporary Persian novelist) works, as a sample of Persian language. Jacobson’s model of communication (1960) was used as 
the theoretical framework to identify the functions of cases of silence. The results showed two criteria, which strongly support the 
fact that silence is a pragmatic concept in Persian language. The two criteria are: 1) cultural dependency of realization and 
interpretation of silence and 2) contextual dependency of realization and interpretation of silence. As context and culture’s effect 
is focused and studied in pragmatics, the dependent nature of realization and interpretation of silence in the aimed language 
confirms pragmatic nature of silence in Persian language.  
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1. Introduction 
 
    Silence is an active meaningful means of communication demonstrated to have different functions [1, 2, 3]. It can 
be defined as meaningful absence, which leaves its traces back in the signifying empty place in a text. These traces 
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are taken as markers of silence which are represented in various forms [4]. In conditions where it has intentional 
communicative function, silence is a basic unit of linguistic communication [5]. Communicative silence and non-
communicative silence have been differentiated from each other. The former was called “Eloquent Silence” in order 
to prevent any confusion. This silence is also called active means chosen by the speaker to convey his or her 
message. Based on this definition, pause, stillness, and silencing are excluded, as these are assumed non-
communicative. Eloquent silence refers to the silences, which deliberately have been chosen by the speaker and is 
actually an internal choice. This absence of speech in language is interpreted contextually using the present 
elements in the text or benefiting readers or listeners’ presuppositions. It can be an absence of signifier or 
representation of a meaning by a nonverbal signifier. This conversational silence occurs when talk is absent while it 
could have been present [6]. 
    This linguistic phenomenon is culture and context specific [7] as it conveys meanings depending on cultural 
norms of interpretation, context and sometimes on the participants [6]. The illocutionary force of silence is 
universal and shows the cultural variance [8] and its interpersonal functioning varies regarding persona, relative 
social status and social distance [9]. To support the pragmatic nature of silence, this linguistic phenomenon was 
examined in several cultures and contexts. It was demonstrated that in Japanese culture silence appears as a sign of 
refusal and rejection. In this culture, disagreement is expressed via silence not to violate off record politeness [10]. 
The application of silence in Japan and Britain and a group of people with a wide range of background was 
compared and it revealed that silence has more significant role among Japanese respondents rather than British 
ones. To British interviewees on the other hand, visual nonverbal communication was more applicable than 
Japanese. Surprisingly, the study demonstrated that all groups experienced situations and circumstances during 
which their silence acted to express feelings and thoughts [11]. Silence has been shown to be a symbol of 
superiority in some African cultures while it represents the inferiority in some others [12]. It was studied in Turkish 
political discourses as a specific context in a specific culture. This research accentuated the context dependant 
interpretations of silence, where it can have various functions including approving, seeking for approval, 
challenging, and refusing to speak [13]. 
    This research is an attempt to contribute the functioning of eloquent silence from pragmatic point of view, 
specifically focusing on silence in Persian language. Therefore, in this study we aim to uncover the following 
question: 
• Is eloquent silence a pragmatic concept in Persian language? 
2. Method 
   The present study has been conducted with the aim of pragmatic investigation of eloquent silence in Persian 
language. As its focus is on the criteria which affect silence interpretation and functions, Jacobson’ model of 
communication (1960) has been taken as the theoretical framework for the assignment of the functions. 
Jacobson’s model of language functions distinguishes six functions for the language as: (1) referential, (2) 
emotive, (3) conative, (4) phatic, (5) metalinguistic, and (6) poetic [6]. 
The data of the study was gathered from some works of Zoya Pirzad (one of the prominent authors of Persian 
contemporary literature) which includes one novel and twenty three short stories as follow: 
• The novel, “I Will Turn off the Lights” [Čeraɣ ha ra mæn xamuʃ mikonæm] [14] 
• The book with eighteen short stories, “Like Every Evening” [mesl -e-  hæme -e- æsr ha] [15] 
• The book with five short stories, “The Acrid Taste of Persimmon” [tæɁm -e- gæs -e- xormalu] [16] 
 
    In this descriptive and analytic study, Firstly, all the cases of eloquent silence in the corpus were identified. In the 
next stage, the functions modified by Jacobson in his model (1960), based on the context and culture, were assigned 
to the cases of silence. 
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3. Results 
3.1 Eloquent Silence as a Pragmatic Concept 
 
  Pragmatics concerns the study of speaker meaning and contextual meaning. It is also includes the study of how 
more is communicated than is said [17]. According to this definition, silence definitely would be accounted as 
rhetoric subject of pragmatics.  
In the present study, we investigated this issue in Persian from the pragmatic point of view. The data evaluation of 
this aspect resulted in achieving some supportive findings, which briefly are:  
a) Culturally dependent interpretation of eloquent silence 
b) Contextually dependent interpretation of eloquent silence 
These will be thoroughly elaborated as follow: 
 
3.1.1 Culturally Dependent Interpretation of Eloquent Silence 
 
    Among the big load of eloquent silence cases, some are dependent on the culture of the spoken language for their 
interpretation. That is, the silence first is realized and then interpreted, knowing some cultural concepts and 
customs, as well as the philosophy behind those customs. 
To explicate the subject, it must be mentioned that there are some eloquent silences, which are specific to certain 
cultures and languages. A speaker of another language or another culture might not perceive these silences because 
their interpretations are cultural dependent. 
(1) “Masha Allah (Praise to the Lord) to such a taste!” [16: 133] 
    First, it must be noted that empty words (for example Masha Allah) are one of the manifestations of eloquent 
silence. In this case, the conative function of silence can be conceived considering the cultural meaning of the 
empty word “Masha Allah/praise to the Lord”. Here it must be taken into account that in the culture of language of 
intended corpus, it is believed that there are always some jealous people who make an evil eye. Therefore, it is 
preferable not to utter one’s virtues. The jealous people might put curses (even unintentionally) on the person 
having the virtues. It is also believed that by telling “Masha Allah” that evil’s eye would be neutralized. As the 
speaker here is praising his addressee’s good taste, he tells this empty word in order to prevent unlucky events. 
Linguistically, as he has some addressee (evil) in his mind the silence function (based on Jacobson’s model) is 
conative. This function assignment would be impossible without knowing this cultural belief. 
 
Another example of this type is 
 
(2) “It’s been a few days that, knocking on wood/(devil may care), we have not fought” [16:100] 
 
    Similarly, in this case, “Knocking on wood” is a culture- specific notion, which means, “devil may care.” It refers 
to the belief that one’s jealousy would put you, your loved ones, and your blessings in trouble. In addition, in this 
culture it is believed that by knocking on wood, one can prevent evil’s eyes. That is why the woman in the story 
saying this. She uses these empty words to express her feeling of fear from misfortunes and actually losing a good 
relationship with her husband. That is why emotive function is assigned to this case of silence. As in this culture it 
is believed that by “knocking on wood” you may neutralized the bad events caused by evil, by telling this and by 
performing her words i.e. knocking on wood, she tries to affect evil’s eyes too. As it is observed, detection and 
understanding of the emotive silence and conative one are dependent totally, on the familiarity of the reader to these 
cultural beliefs and concepts. 
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3.1.2 Contextually Dependent Interpretation of Eloquent Silence 
 
    During the process of finding cases of eloquent silence and analysing them in order to decide which function 
(among the functions modified in Jacobson model of communication (1960)) fits more to be designated to them, we 
concluded that there are numerous cases of eloquent silence whose functions are completely in line with the context 
they occur in. In other words, context has a very significant role in the way a silence may function i.e. a silence may 
have different functions based on circumstances or interlocutors and generally, based on the context.  
 
  Examples of this dependency are: 
 
(3) She married an Armenian doctor whom Alice, while smiling and staring at an unspecific point, frequently 
described as “ the most handsome and the most sophisticated man I have ever met” [14, p 32] 
 
     In this case, Alice by her silence, which is aided by non- verbal language items (smile), expresses her wishes, 
desires, and positive feelings toward the man she is talking about and describing. So that this case of eloquent 
silence here is considered as emotive. 
(4) He smiled to everybody as he passed through the hall [15:43] 
    In this example, however, the same silence depicted by same nonverbal language element, has a different 
function i.e. conative. Here the man does not smile to express his feelings; rather, his smile is a way to show his 
respect to everybody in the office. As he is considering some addressee (the people in the office) during his silence, 
this silence, which is accompanied by his smile, is considered as conative. 
In two examples mentioned above, although both silences are manifested by the same non-verbal item (smile) they 
are assigned two completely different functions i.e. emotive and conative respectively. 
 
Conclusion 
 
    This research investigated silence in Persian language from pragmatic point of view. Considering the definition 
and explanations of pragmatics, eloquent silence is studied in a pragmatic field. Two significant observations were 
made in this study that supports the Pragmatic nature of silence. 
3.2 Culture Dependent interpretation of Eloquent Silence 
 
    In order to determine the functions of eloquent silences based on Jacobson model of communication (1960), from 
the collected data, during the course of study we realized that in some cases the functions were strictly culture 
dependent. In other words, one must be familiar with the culture, customs, notions, and rituals of the language in 
order to understand the meanings and functions of the eloquent silences that occur in that context. 
 
3.3 Context Dependent interpretation of Eloquent Silence 
 
   Eloquent silences can have several functions based on the context in which they occur. The same manifestations of 
silences in various contexts demonstrated various functions i.e. the interpretation of an eloquent silence in the 
majority of circumstances depends on the contexts they appear in. 
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